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About 4 : 3 0  a.m. mountain standard time on February 2, 1989, freight cars 
from Montana Rail Link Inc. (MRL) westbound train 1-121-28 (train 121) rolled 
eastward down a mountain grade and struck a stopped helper locomotive 
consist, Helper 1, in Helena, Montana. The locomotive consist. of train 121 
included three helper units (Helper 2)  and three road units positioned at the 
head end of a 49-car train. The crewmembers of train 121 had uncoupled the 
locomotive units from the train to rearrange the locomotive consist while 
stopped on a mountain grade. In the collision and derailment, 15 cars from 
train 121 derailed, including 3 tank cars containing hydrogen peroxide, 
isopropyl alcohol, and acetone. Hazardous material released in the accident 
later resulted in a fire and explosions. About 3,500 residents o f  Helena 
were evacuated. Two crewmembers o f  Helper 1 were only slightly injured. The 
estimated damage (including clean-up and lading) as a result of this accident 
exceeded $6 million.’ 

The National Transportation Safety Board determined that the probable 
cause of this accident was the failure of the crew of train 1-121-28 to 
properly secure their train by placing the train brakes in emergency and 
applying hand brakes when it was left standing unattended on a mountain 
grade. Contributing to the accident was the decision of the engineer o f  
Helper 2 to rearrange the locomotive consist and leave the train unattended 
on the mountain grade, and the effects of the extreme cold weather on the 
airbrake system of the train and the crewmembers. A l s o  contributing was the 
failure of the operating management of the Montana Rail Link to adequately 
assess the qualifications and training of employees placed in train service. 
Contributing to the severity of t.he accident was the release and ignition o f  

’ For m o r e  d e t a i l e d  i n f o r m a t i o n ,  r e a d  R a i l r o a d  A c c i d e n t  R e p o r t - .  
‘ f C o t l i s i o n  a n d  D e r a i l m e n t  o f  M o n r a n a  R a i l  L i n k  F r e i g h t  T r a i n  w i t h  L o c o m o t i v e  
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hazardous m a t e r i a l s .  

The Hazardous Ma te r ia l s  Emergency Response Plan (HMER) designates the  
[ a c t i n g ]  f i r e  c h i e f  as the  i n c i d e n t  commander and a l l  response ac t ions  are t o  
be under one command. The i n c i d e n t  commander cou ld  no t  implement the  
i n c i d e n t  command system2 du r ing  t h e  absence o f  r a d i o  communications and 
there fore  was unable t o  e f f e c t i v e l y  exerc ise  c o n t r o l  over t h e  m u l t i p l e  
command pos ts  f o r  t h e  c i t y ,  county, and s ta te .  As a r e s u l t ,  t h e r e  was a 
break down i n  communications and l a c k  o f  coord ina t ion  a t  t h e  communications 
center,  command posts,  and operat ions center .  The l a c k  o f  t r a i n i n g  o f  some 
of t h e  responding agencies on t h e  i n c i d e n t  command system f u r t h e r  compounded 
problems as some of the  responding agencies d i d  n o t  know t h a t  w i t h  t h e  
i n c i d e n t  command system t h e  [ac t i ng ]  f i r e  c h i e f  was t h e  i n c i d e n t  commander. 
As a r e s u l t ,  many o f  t h e  emergency responding agencies were unaware o f  t h e  
HFD command post ,  had d i f f i c u l t y  ob ta in ing  in fo rmat ion ,  and d i d  no t  recognize 
anyone as being i n  o v e r a l l  command. The Safe ty  Board be l i eves  t h a t  t h e  City 
o f  Helena needs t o  coord ina te  w i t h  Lewis and Clark County DES and Montana DES 
and r e v i s e  t h e  Hazardous Ma te r ia l s  Emergency Response Plan d e f i n i n g  t h e  r o l e  
o f  each agency, t h e  d u t i e s  and a u t h o r i t y  o f  the  i n c i d e n t  commander, and t h e  
t r a i n i n g  f o r  personnel t o  implement t h e  p lan.  

Therefore,  the  Nat ional  Transpor ta t ion  Safety  Board recommends t h a t  t h e  
Lewis and C lark  Lounty D isas te r  and Emergency Services:  

Revise, i n  coo rd ina t i on  w i t h  the  C i t y  o f  Helena and Montana 
D isas te r  and Emergency Services, t h e  Hazardous Ma te r ia l s  
Emergency Response Plan t o  de f i ne  the  r o l e  o f  each agency, t h e  
d u t i e s  and a u t h o r i t y  o f  t h e  i nc iden t  commander, and t h e  
t r a i n i n g  f o r  personnel t o  implement t h e  p lan .  (Class 11, 
P r i o r i t y  Ac t ion)  (R-89-89) 

A l s o  as a r e s u l t  o f  i t s  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  o f  t h i s  acc ident ,  t h e  Safe ty  Board 
issued Safe ty  Recommendations R-89-68 through R-89-77 t o  Montana R a i l  L ink,  
Inc. ,  R-89-78 and R-89-79 t o  t h e  B u r l i n g t o n  Northern Ra i l road  Company, R-89- 
80 t o  t h e  Secretary  o f  t h e  U.S. Department o f  Transpor tat ion,  R-89-81 and R-  
89-82 t o  t h e  Federal Ra i l road  Admin is t ra t ion ,  R-89-83 t o  t h e  Research and 
Special  Programs Admin is t ra t ion ,  R-89-84 through R-89-87 t o  t h e  Ci ty  o f  
Helena, R-89-88 t o  the  Sta te  o f  Montana, and R-89-90 through R-89-92 t o  t h e  
Assoc ia t ion  o f  American Rai l roads.  

The Nat iona l  Transpor ta t ion  Safe ty  Board i s  an independent Federal 
agency w i th  t h e  s t a t u t o r y  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  ”. . . t o  promote t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  s a f e t y  
by conduct ing independent acc ident  i n v e s t i g a t i o n s  and by fo rmu la t i ng  sa fe ty  
improvement recommendations.. . . “ (Pub l i c  Law 93-633). The Safe ty  Board i s  
v i t a l l y  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  any ac t i ons  taken as a r e s u l t  o f  i t s  s a f e t y  
recommendations and would apprec ia te  a response from you regard ing  a c t i o n  
taken o r  contemplated w i t h  respect  t o  t h e  recommendations i n  t h i s  l e t t e r .  
Please r e f e r  t o  Safe ty  Recommendation R-89-89 i n  your  r e p l y .  

‘ T h e  i n c i d e n t  c o m m a n d  s y s t e m  p r o v i d e s  f o r  e m e r g e n c y  m a n a g e m e n t  b y  t h e  
i n c i d e n t  c o m m a n d e r  u h o  h a s  l i a i s o n  u i t h  other. a g e n c i e s ,  d i r e c t s  t h e  u s e  o f  
e q u i p m e n t ,  d e s i g n a t e s  m a n a g e m e n t  of a c t i v i t i e s  t h r o u g h  other. q u a l i f i e d  
o f f i c e r s ,  a n d  h a s  l i a i s o n  u i t h  o n . s c e n e  t e c h n i c a l  e x p e r t s .  
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KOLSTAD, Acting Chairman, and BURNETT, LAUBER, NALL, and DICKINSON, 
Members, concurred in these recommendations. 


